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Research
A copper-covered object was found at a 
site in the Wateree Valley that connects 
the people who lived there to a wider 
Mississippian world, and it has an 
important Mississippian ritual theme 
based on life and death, souls, and 
spirits (Figure 1). The object is about six 
centimeters in diameter and was carved 
from a flat, wooden disk into the shape 
of a six-pointed figure enclosed within 
a circle. One side of the object was then 
covered by a thin sheet of copper. While 
the object is about the same size as shell 
gorgets, typically worn around the neck 
by some Mississippian people, there is 
no evidence that it was suspended in this 
way. Despite that, there is a good chance it 
was attached to other elements of regalia 
or ritual equipment. 
While unique to the Wateree Valley, 
very similar objects have been found at 
both the Etowah site (9Br1), located in 
northwestern Georgia, and the Moundville 
site in central Alabama (Brain and Phillips 
1996). Both were large Mississippian 
period communities with multiple, earthen 
platform mounds and rich evidence 
of ritual ceremonialism. Moundville 
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and Etowah were important social and 
ritual centers on the wider Southeastern 
landscape of the 13th and 14th centuries.
If we look not just at the object, but 
also at the motif it depicts, we can see it 
in other media as part of Mississippian 
imagery found over a wider area (Brown 
and Dye 2007) (Figures 2, 3, 4 and  5). 
Ceramic vessels decorated in the Hemphill 
style of Moundville, frequently depict 
the same motif, but with the addition 
of an acute triangle filled with parallel 
lines (Steponaitis and Knight 2004). That 
image appears on objects (pottery, shell, 
and ground stone) decorated in the Late 
Braden style of the Central Mississippi 
River Valley and on Walls Engraved 
pottery from the Central and Lower 
Mississippi Valley. At the Moundville 
site, pendants made of stone and copper 
have been recovered with the same image 
and presumably carry the same or similar 
meaning.
Both the copper-covered wooden disks 
and the pendants from Moundville and 
Etowah were recovered in graves and were 
part of the regalia of important people. 
It is often assumed that objects made of 
marine shell, copper, and stone found 
in Mississippian contexts were markers 
of elevated status because they were 
made from rare or foreign raw materials 
and highly decorated. However, these 
materials exhibited, indicate that those 
elaborate shell, copper, and stone objects 
were really regalia and equipment used by 
ritual leaders. More than just “expensive” 
objects that displayed wealth and distant 
connections, imagery bearing artifacts 
were integral to the conduct of important 
rituals and markers of a person’s 
connections to powerful deities and cosmic 
forces.
Because of its similarity to western 
depictions of the sun and it’s rays, 
archaeologists have often assumed 
that the copper-covered disk found in 
the Wateree Valley was a sun symbol. 
However, historical information, sacred 
narratives told by Native Americans and 
iconographic studies, all indicate that 
this motif is best understood as a scalp 
stretched over a frame (Hudson 1976). 
Those Mississippian versions with the 
striated triangle likely show the stretched 
scalp with hair attached. Taking scalps 
was part of raids and warfare throughout 
eastern North America during the historic 
period and many images and actual 
examples of scalps stretched on a wooden 
frame exist. Figure 1: Copper-covered wooden object found in the Wateree Valley. (Photo by Chris Judge)
Figure 2: Polychrome bottle from the Moundville 
site, Alabama. (Photo by David H. Dye)
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While scalp-taking became a visible 
part of the violence that occurred during 
the colonization of North America, the 
practice has a much deeper history and 
meaning to Indigenous people of the 
continent, going back at least to the Middle 
Archaic period (4,000-6,000 years ago). 
Scalp-taking was part of the broader 
practice of taking human body parts as 
war trophies for a number of reasons. On 
the Great Plains, for example, scalps were 
often used as visible markers of military 
exploits. However, according to David 
Dye (2016), taking war trophies was about 
controlling life forces and deploying those 
spirits to increase one’s longevity, or to 
serve as a spirit trail companion for the 
recently departed kinsmen.
In most Indigenous societies of 
the Southeast, there are dualities and 
complementarities embedded within all 
beliefs (Hudson 1976). Ideas like male 
and female, day and night, life and death, 
were not just oppositions, but critical 
parts of a larger whole that had to exist in 
balance and harmony. Each served its part 
and the whole could not work without 
both components. Sacred narratives and 
continuing belief traditions of Indigenous 
people of the Southeast show that men 
and women performed complimentary, 
but balanced roles in many different parts 
of daily life and belief; both could control 
life forces. Women do that by creating life, 
both human and plant, while men can do 
that, not by making life, but by taking it 
through violence. By taking a life, men 
were (and still are) capable of controlling 
the spirit of their victim or adding the 
individual’s unspent years to their own life 
(Dye 2009, 2013, 2016).
Among Dhegian speakers (a Siouan 
language), such as the Osage, there exists 
the concept of a soul snare, a device 
capable of catching or trapping a life force 
or spirit (Dye 2013). According to their 
traditional belief, the Middle World of 
the cosmos was woven into existence by 
a figure in the form of a spider that was 
tattooed on the body or worn on regalia. 
Her web not only helped create the 
earthly plane, but it also served as a snare 
she could use to capture souls from the 
realm of the dead for newly born babies, 
an ability she passed on to all women. 
Based on such beliefs, the stretched scalp 
functioned much like the spider web 
of First Woman. But for men, the scalp 
was taken through violence and the 
appropriate rituals that allowed a person’s 
spirit to be possessed and manipulated. 
Thus, the scalp, and scalp or web motif 
as an animated image, could serve as a 
soul snare used to capture, and a spiritual 
force, or hold the soul of a victim so that 
they could control the spirit or capture the 
unspent years. Witches were also accused 
of taking the remaining years of a person’s 
life, so we know this was a widely held 
belief. 
The sacred narratives that underpin 
this idea were first recorded in the 19th 
century and are still told today. The 
Mississippian stretched scalp motifs were 
likely 14th century creations. European 
colonization of North America brought 
a great deal of death, social disruption, 
and dramatic cultural changes to Native 
America. As a result, we cannot assume 
what Indigenous people believe today or 
believed in the 19th century is the same 
as belief traditions of the 14th century. 
However, the 14th century stretched scalp 
motifs are clearly associated with other 
imagery connected to trophy-taking and 
the path that deceased souls follow to 
travel to the realm of the dead (Knight 
2007; Lankford 2007).
Because the stretched scalp motif 
appears most frequently in imagery of the 
Mississippi Valley and into Alabama, it 
is likely it had its origins in the western 
part of the Mississippian world. In the 
Wateree Valley, that motif would have 
been a long way from its place of origin, 
and to get to the Wateree, it likely passed 
through the hands of different ritual 
practitioners. Because similar objects have 
been found in northwestern Georgia, 
we do not know if the Wateree stretched 
scalp was made there, at Moundville, or 
somewhere even further west. Because 
this was a powerful symbol made into 
a ritual object, it most likely came to the 
Wateree as part of a bundle of objects used 
Figure 4: Rollout design from a Hemphill engraved bottle. (Phillips 2012:323)
Figure 3: Moundville engraved bowl with scalp design. (Photograph by David H. Dye)
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to perform a ritual, or as regalia marking 
an individual as authorized to perform 
that ritual. Such bundles and regalia 
traveled from place to place as individuals 
sought membership in medicine societies, 
either through apprenticeships or even 
purchase. Membership in these institutions 
not only brought new ritual practices to 
local communities, but also added to the 
importance and influence of those wanting 
to climb the social ladder or to keep 
power within a select group of powerful 
individuals and families.
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